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was medium high. Contrary to the hypothesis, feedback was delayed longer

when subordinate performance was medium high rather than medium low. yThis ]
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{ The importance of feedback for job performance has been emphasized

* repeatedly in recent years. Research on performance appraisal, Management

‘ by Objectives, job enrichment, and intrinsic motivation has documented the

23 need for employees to knovw how they are doing on their jobs (Cook, 1968;

ﬁ Deci, 1971; Hackman and 0l1dham, 1976; Tosi and Carroll, 1970).

3 Clearly, feedback is an important and useful concept. Unfortunately

)5 the research dealing with it has been rather one sided. Most of the research
3& to date has taken feedback as a given and proceeded to explore {its effects

i? on the people who receive it. (See Ammons, 1956, Annett, 1969; and Ilgen,

Fisher, and Taylor, Reference Note 1, for Reviews). Much of this research

L~
Pl
-

has taken place in the laboratory under conditions which allowed the experi-

s

menter to choose the exact amount, type, and frequency of feedback which

would be supplied.

2z
‘ - The situation which exists in ongoing work organizations is somewhat

% different. Here there are two elements which are equally important in every
b - feedback transaction: the recipient of the feedback, and the person or mech-
:’; anism which supplies the feedback. The latter, which will be referred to as
§ the source of feedback, cannot be taken for granted in most natural settings.
R Employees often say the most valuabie interpersonal source of feedback
5 is their superior (Greller and Herold, 1975; Greller, Reference Note 2). How-
: ever, there {is some evidence suggesting that superiors are often poor sources
N - of performance feedback. Specifically, they may be reluctant to give

;: timely and accurate feedback to their subordinates. The reluctance seems

‘é . especially pronounced when the feedback which should be given is negative.

3
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::;; The present study is designed to verify empirically that superiors
'_’ are often unwilling to give negative feedback to their subordinates, and
I§ to discover whether there is a similar problem interfering with the trans-
mission of positive feedback. The literature reviewed below pertains to
. whether or not people try to avoid giving positive and/or negitive feed-
: back, and also to how they try to avoid 1t. Three manifestations of the
';a;f reluctance to give feedback will be examined: avoiding giving feedback,

: delaying giving feedback, and distorting the feedback that {s given.
:E Qutright avoidance of giving negative feedback may occur in situa-
i‘f' tions where giving feedback is not required. Blumberg (1972) has shown
. that people are reluctant to communicate negative interpersonal evaluations.
E§ Tesser and Rosen and their colleagues (see Tesser and Rosen, 1975, for a
5;2;.: : review) have repeatedly found that their subjects readilv transmit favorable
= messages (“Call home about some good news." “Your aptitude test score was

high.") but balk at transmitting unfavorable messages ("Call home about

»

some bad news." “Your aptitude test score was low."). Oken (1961) and
~ Fitts and Ravdin (1953) surveyed medical doctors and found that 69 to 88
2‘-; percent of them were very reluctanct to tell patients with cancer their
"ﬁ’ diagnosis. Thus there appears to be a pervasive desire, across a variety

; of settings, to avoid coomunicating unfavorable messages or evaluations to
\«j‘é those affected by the information.
I‘ Since many organizations now require annual performance appraisal and
. . feedback interviews for white collar employees, the option of avoiding giving
'_3 feedback altogether is seldom open to superfors. In this case, the reluc-
:" tance to transmit neqative feedhack may be manifested {n more subtle wayt
such as delaying giving feedback for as long as possible, or distorting
2
i3
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f:;3 negative feedback in a positive direction. Outright avoidance of giving
L\Q feedback will not be considered further in this study because 1) {ts oc-
?Sg currence seems fa\r\y well documented; 2) 1t is not an option for many

‘.$3 superfors, and 3) allowing complete avoidance would reduce the sample size

available for investigating delay and distortion in giving feedback.
Delaying may be another way the reluctance to give feedback is mani-

- m

Bt ek

fested. Tesser, Rosen, and Tesser (1971) uncovered a case of delayed bad

news transmission in a field setting. The study was conducted in a state

{,? family service agency responsible for giving financial aid to the disabled.
1:% Data were collected on the difference between the time a decision was made
;fz to give or deny aid to an applicant, and the time the applicant was notified
*:: of the decision. Although the number of cases was only 27, a 2 X 2 chi
;é: square test (afid/no aid by notified same day/notified later) approached signi-
5 ficance (p < .08). Individuals who were denied aid (bad news) were notified
gg - later than individuals who were to be given aid.
: This is the only empirical study the author could find on sign of
féﬁ message affecting delay in transmission. The articles cited below state that
v:a delay occurs, but offer no data and do not specify whether positive or nege-
i;ﬁ tive feedback is delayed the most. Gruenfeld and Weissenberg (1966, page 143)
\ state, "Experience shows that managers often have to prod procrastinating
ég supervisors to conduct appraisals." McGregor (1957, page 89) agrees, "Even
‘i;: managers who admit the necessity of such (appraisal) programs frequently balk
R at the process--especially the interview part...To meet this problem, formal
g}; controls--scheduling, reminders, and so on--are often instituted.” These
fE; ' quotes provide anecdotal evidence that delay in giving feedback does exist
1A in industry, and suggest that delay could readily become complete avoidance
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in the absence of pressure from the organization to give feedback.

Hypothesis 1: Feedback will be delayed longer when subordinate
performance is poor than when subordinate performance is good.

The bulk of the data reviewed so far indicates that people are much
more reluctant to transmit negative feedback than positive feedback. The
information which follows continues to support this conclusion. A common
defense against having to transmit bad news is to distort the message. If
the message can be modified to appear less negative, 1t should become easier
to transmit. In several of their studies, Tesser and Rosen observed this
happening (Rosen and Tesser, 1970; Tesser, Rosen, and Batchelor; 1972; .
Tesser, Rosen and Conlee, 1972). Their subjects would transmit only the
nonvalenced portion of an unpleasant message:."ehrey.ml;’te‘l] the recipient to
call home but omit mentioning that the recipient could expect to ‘receive bad
news upon calling.

Huttner and 0'Malley (1962) have observed that distortion can happen
in the feedback process at work. They studied high and low performing groups
of salesmen and found that the only difference between the two groups was
that the low performers over estimated their own perfom.ance. This led them
to conclude that, "The less effective manager, if he communicates at all,
apparently ‘'sweetens' or ‘distorts’' his assessment to the point that the
salesmen are led to believe that they are doing well when this is not the
case.” (page 179). Oberg (1972, page 62) suggested that, "Rather than con-
front their less effective subordinate with negative ratings, negative feed-

back in appraisal interviews, and below average salary increases, superiors

often take the more comfortable way out and give average or above average

ratings to inferior performers."
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" To the author's knowledge, Stockford and Bissell (1949) present the
)‘ only direct experimental evidence which verifies the above conclusions.
éf:. They were able to obtain the quarterly performance ratings made by 485
supervisors in an aircraft assembly plant. These ratings had always been

X kept secret from the ratees. Two weeks after the quarterly evaluations,
‘ supervisors were asked to "re-evaluate" their employees, if necessary, and
‘-' then conduct feedback sessions based on this new set of ratings. The mean
e rating on the quarterly evaluations was 60 (SD = 21) and the mean on the

.’-E feedback ratings was 84 (SD = 14). This difference was ighly significant

' and provides strong support for the idea that ratings made for feedback

X purposes may be inflated. It would be useful to know just where the dis-
: tortion in the second set of ratings occurred. Since the mean increased
_‘F greatly while the standard deviation became smaller, it is likely that

i initially low performance ratings were inflated the most. However, the huge
‘ L' increase {n the mean suggests that even ratings which were or{ginally above

":,ii average were distorted upward before feedback was given.
153 . Since most of the evidence suggests a greater reluctance to communicate
% negative feedback, hypothesis 2 refers only to distortion in negative feed-
;I back. However, the possibility that positive feedback might also be distorted
o slightly does exist and will be examined in this study.
;.:'-E Hypothesis 2: Ratings made for feedback purposes will be higher than rat-
:‘ ings not made for feedback purposes when subordinate performance is poor.
The next section of this literature review explores some of the reasons
?3 for the reluctance to give feedback and presents hypotheses about these reasons.
3 . The 1literature provides numerous reasons why feedback may be withheld,
}’L delayed, or distorted. The core of many of these reasons seems to be that super-
;3. jors anticipate that giving negative feedback is potentially unpleasant for them
*; ; and that receiving it {s potentially unpleasant for their subordinates. Action
:’;‘ is then taken in order to avoid or minimize the anticipated unpleasant experience.

............
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A number of studies indicate that subordianates usually think they are
doing a better job than their superiors think they are (Hanson, Morton and
Rothaus, 1963; Prien and Liske, 1962; Thorton, 1968). Parker, Taylor, Barrett,
and Martens (1959) also observed this tendency for self ratings to be inflated.
In addition, they found that when subordinates were asked to rate themselves
the way they thought superiors would rate them, they made ratings lower than
their own self ratings, but not as low as the actual superior ratings
This means that subordinates should nearly always be disappointed with the feed-
back they receive. Even if it is fairly positive, it may not be as positive as
they expected and so may be perceived and responded to as negative feedback.

This is unfortunate because it can lead to "defensive communication," a
process which is triggered by (among other.things) being negatively evaluated
(Gibb, 1973). When a defensive climate is provoked, the 1istener spends most of
his or her effort trying to “win, dominate, impress, escape punishment, and/or
avoid or mitigate a perceived or anticipated attack" (Gibb, 1973, page 242).

If the superior responds to this defensive behavior of the subordinate with in-
tensified negative evaluation and/or threats, very little improvement in sub-
ordinate performance could be expected to result from the feedback interview
(Kay, Meyer, and French, 1965).

If the above scenario takes place, as McGregor (1957) believes 1t does,
then two things happen. One, a potential benefit of giving feedback (improved
performance) is lost, and two, the cost to the superior of causing an unpleasant
and emotional scene is incurred. Tesser and Conlee (Reference Note 3) hypothe-
sized that the latter might be a cause of the reluctance to transmit bad news
observed in their earlier research. To test this idea, they provided subjects
with a personality description of the individual who was to be their partner in

1
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an experiment. Two types of persomality descriptions were given. They were |
' identical except for one item which described the partner as either calm or
;» excitable when confronted with bad news. The subject then overheard a bogus
A. phone call in which a bad news message was left for the partner (that the
*, partner didn't get a job she wanted). The partner arrived and the subject
25 had a chance to communicate the message. Seventy-nine percent of the subjects
-c communicated the message when the recipient was expected to be calm while only
: 45% communicated the message when the recipient was expected to be emotional.
7 Thus the desire to avoid causing an emotional outburst from the recipient may
~§'. be one reason that superiors are reluctant to give negative feedback.
3-' Hypothesis 3: Superiors who give negative feedback will expect giving
! feedback to be less pleasant for them than will superiors who give
positive feedback.
7 Hypothesis 4: Superiors who give negative feedback will expect a less
-% pleasant reaction to the feedback from their subordinates than will
B superiors who give positive feedback.
o In addition to these immediate unpleasant effects of giving feedback, there
also may be some long term costs associated with giving feedback which is per-
3 ] ceived by the subordinate as negative. Mayer (1957) reported that many of his
™ subjects would not communicate a negative evaluation of their friend's data for
_.S fear of harming their long standing friendship. Blumberg (1972) observed a
similar phenomenon. Subjects were more likely to have told disliked persons
. about their negative traits than friends. Superiors may believe that giving.
; negative feedback will harm the friendship and/or disrupt the working relation-
ship they have with their subordiantes. Since they have to work with their
:" subordinates over a long period of time, anything which might jeopardize a har-
“ monfous relationship may tend to be avoided.
: Jones (1966) presents some interesting data which help explain why giving
i:; 1 Jative .edback may harm a friendship. He found that evaluations tended to
v
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be reciprocated. If one was evaluated positively by another, one was likely
to evaluate that other positively and vice versa. Thus communicating a nega-

tive evaluation to a subordiante may result in the subordinate evaluating the

;,“['

P

~
.‘

superior negatively. If superiors learn that this happens by experience,

then they may attempt to avoid giving negative feedback in the future be-

cause they have learned to expect a reciprocal negative evaluation from the
recipient of the feedback.

Distortion of negative feedback in a positive direction may be one way
for superiors to avoid receiving a reciprocal negative evaluation from their
subordinates. Williams and Goss (1975) found that a speaker conveying a
message with which the audience disagreed could maintain credibility and
avoid being negatively evaluated by equivocating and being deliberately vague
while communicating the message. Superiors may be employing the same strategy
when they inflate ratings which are made for feedback purposes.

Hypothesis 5: Superiors who give negative feedback will think that

their subordinates 1ike them less than superiors who give positive

feedback.
METHOD

Design
A two X two completely crossed design was used. The first factor was

level of subordinate performance and had the levels medium high and medium
low. The second factor was feedback condition. Subjects either were required
or were not required to give feedback to thefr subordinates.
Subjects

A1l subjects were white males who were required to participate in ex-
periments for credit in an introductory psychology course. Confederates were
also white males. White males were used exclusively in order to avoid any sex

and race of rater by sex and race of ratee interactions that might otherwise

have occurred (Bigoness, 1976; Hamner, Kim, Baird, and Bigoness, 1974).




Procedure

P A }?mf—‘l'.'f f
'
w0

Overview: Subjects played the role of a manager. The manager monitored,

.’

recorded, and eventually evaluated the work of one subordinate, who was a con-

oAy

federate. Once the manager completed the evaluation, he either fed 1t back in
a face-to-face performance appraisal interview with his subordinate, or did not
feed it back at all. Following this manipulation, the subject filled out a

7 PRI

questionnaire, was debriefed, and dismissed.

Detailed Description of Procedure: Subjects arrived one at a time for the

experiment. While waiting for the experiment to begin, the subject was joined

(AR o

by a confederate posing as another psychology 120 student who had also signed uwp
for the experiment. After talking for ome or two minutes, the pair was approached
by the experimenter. The experimenter explained that the true subject would be

A PPN

playing the role of the Manager of the Temperature Switch Division of Midwest

o

Control Mechanisms, Inc. The confederate was to take the role of a unft super-
visor in the Temperature Switch Division, and be the Manager's subordinate. Al-

VLD bF W =

though the job title used for the confederate was "supervisor,” he will hereafter

T

be referred to as "the subordinate" in order to avoid confusion.

S AR S

Both men were taken to the subordinate's office where the subordinates's
X (confederate's) task was explained to him with the manager looking on. The
- subordinate's task was to order the parts his unit would need each week. The

, manager started the weekly ordering process by sending the subordinate a "quota
sheet" 1isting the number and type of switches to build. The subordinate responded
. by calculating the number and types of parts needed to build these switches and |
53 sending the completed order form to the superior.

5 ‘ The subordinate's office was adjacent to the manager's office, and the

s two rooms were connected by small trap doors in the wall with signal 1ights

beside them. The trap doors were used to pass back and forth all quota sheets
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and order forms. The use of these trap doors and lights assured that no un-
official feedback would be communicated before the formal performance evalua-
tion.

The details of the manager's task were then explained to him in his
own office. He was provided with the following task materials, which were

explained to him by the experimenter.

1. A set of nine dated, filled out quota sheets to send to
his subordinate one-at-a-time. When the subordinate com-
pleted an order form and passed it to the manager, the
manager immediately se¢ him the next week's quota sheet
through the trap door.

2. Nine dated pieces of computer output containing the proper
number of each type of part that the subordinate should
have ordered each week. These were used by the manager to
cheﬁk his subordinate's performance on the parts ordering
task.

3. A performance record sheet with space to record the accuracy
of his subordinate's performance on the ordering task for
each of nine weeks.

4. A performance evaluation form to be used for evaluating the
subordinate's performance on the ordering task. (This eval-
ga%io? form is described further in the measurements section

elow).

The manager was given the following instructions:

“Your task 1s to monftor, record, and evaluate your subordinate's
performance. Each week you will send your subordinate a quota
sheet telling him how many of each type of switches his unit

needs to produce the next week. He will respond by ordering all
the parts he needs to make these switches. You will take the
order when he s finished with it and check it for accuracy, using
the computer printouts of what the orders should be. Check each
part order against the computer printout. Each order for a given
part can be exactly correct, close but not exact (in the "accep-
table range" shown on the printouts) or totally incorrect. Re-
cord the number of parts orders which fall into each of these three
categories every week. Your total should always add up to seven,
since seven parts are ordered every week, in quantities ranging
from 0 to several thousand."

The lower portion of the performance record sheet provided the manager
with standards for evaluating his subordinate's performance. These standards,
1ike the ratings scales on the performance evaluation sheet, were intentially

vague in order to allow distortion to occur. The standards were as follows:

..........................
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t% ) excellent performance would be for the subordinate to get all seven part
53 . orders correct week after week, average performance would be getting all
seven part orders within the acceptable range each week, and extremely
".
P poor performance would be getting all seven parts orders totally incorrect
1
o week after week.
. Each manager experienced one of two levels of subordinate performance.
a3
g{ The confederate implemented the level of subordinate performance manfpulation
LS
22 by filling out the order forms using prearranged answer sets. In what was
termed the "medium high" performance condition, the subordinate got three or
,%ﬁ four of the seven orders exactly correct and the remaining four or three with-
<.
Lo in the acceptable range each week. In the "medium lowf performance condition,
. the subordinate got three or four of the seven orders totally incorrect and
23 the remaining four or three within the acceptable range week after week.
&Y
s
o These levels and patterns of performance were chosen to fall exactly between
excellent and average or average and extremely poor performance as defined by
)
QE the standards. This allowed ample room for upward and downward distortion of
“
% ratings at both levels of subordinate performance.
The actual instructions with regard to evaluating subordinate performance
i and giving feedback were as follows for the feedback condition:
prx “When you feel that you are ready to evaluate your subordinate's
performance and give him feedback, you will do so by filling out
_ the three ratings scales on the performance evaluation form and
o then taking 1t next door and discussing the ratings you have made
- with your subordinate. You have to make an evaluation and give
e feedback once, but only once, during the nine weeks you and your
-l subordinate are on this job. The time you choose to give feed-
= back, and the evaluation you make, are strictly up to you as a
- manager. Some managers prefer to give feedback very soon, while
e others prefer to wait until quite a bit of work has been done by
~3 their subordinate before giving feedback. The decision is up to
& you.
",
= Managers in the feedback condition were given a short pre-feedback questionnafre
33 after filling out the performance evaluation form. After completing the ques-




tionnaire, they were taken in to the subordiante's office to give feedback.
When the manager ended the performance appraisal interview with his subordin-
ate, the experimenter informed him that work on the ordering task would cease.
- Up to this point, the managers had been led to believe that they would complete
nine cycles of work with their subordinate no matter when the evaluation was

made or feedback given. Subjects were then placed in a third room to fill out

;E a post-evaluation questionnaire and then debriefed and dismissed.

75 Managers in the no feedback condition were given the same instructions

N with regard to when and how to evaluate their subordinates, but were told that

;: they would not give feedback and that their subordinates would never see perfor-

"{ mance ratings they made. When performance evaluatéon form was filled - .-
out, managers in the no feedback condition were told that work on the task

é would cease. They were then moved to another room, given the post-evaluation

3 questionnaire, debriefed, and dismissed.

Y Measures

%T Delay: Delay in giving feedback was simply the week in which feedback

: was given. A record of this was available from the performance record sheet

- that the manager kept on his subordinate. It was possible to tell from this

-i sheet how many weeks of work the manager had monitored before switching to

;~ the performance evaluation form.

-J Distortion: Ratings of subordinate performance were collected on the

& performance evaluation form described below.

.f The evaluation form required the manager to rate his subordinate on

j: three scales. The first was a horizontal 1ine with three anchors, excellent

ZZ performance, average, and extremely poor performance. The manager was to

EE ‘ check the point on the continuum that best described his subordinate's per-

:n formance. This will be referred to as the “centimeter scale" hereafter, since

:é it was scored by measuring the number of centimeters from the "extremely poor

.. performance" anchor to the check mark made by the subject. The second scale

...- _-' - v
B
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was a 100 point scale broken into five-point intervals (i.e. 0, 5, 10, 15...).
Three anchors were provided, 100 = extremely high performance, 50 = average,
and 0 - extremely poor performance. The third scale consisted of four ordered
“recommendations" by the manager to his subordinate. The manager was asked

to check one tof the following: continue performance at present level, need to
improve slightly, need to improve a moderate amount, or need to improve a great
deal.

The three performance ratings scales were highly inter-correlated (correla-
tions ranged from .86 to .97), so they were combined into a single summary scale.
This scale was formed by converting the centimenter and recommendation scales to
100 point scales and adding them to the original one hundred point scale.
Coefficient alpha for the summary scale was .96.

A1l other data in the experiment were collected by questionnaire. There
were two questfonnaires used, 1) the prefeedback questfonnaire given to subjects
in the feedback condition, 2) the post-evaluation questionnaire given to both
feedback and no feedback subjects. The relevant itmes from these questionnaires
are described below.

Prefeedback Questionraire: This questionnaire was filled out after the

evaluation of subordinate performance was made but before feedback was given.
Its purpose was to gather data on what the manager thought the performance
appraisal interview would be like. Three measures appeared on this questionnaire.
In the first measure, the manager was asked to describe how he thought his
subordinate would feel about and would respond to the feedback he was about to
give. This was tapped using an adjective checklist. The manager was asked to
check all the adjectives that described the response he expected his subordinate
to make. Five adjectives represented an unfavorable response to feedback. These

were unhappy, hurt, disappointed, defensive, and angry. The checklist was scored
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as follows:

checking a2 positive adjective was given a score of +1

not checking a negative adjective was given a score of +}

checking a negative adjective was given a score of -1

not checking a positive adjective was given a score of -1
The ones were then summed to form a total score. Coefficient alpha for this
scale was .78.

A third item asked how pleasant or unpleasant the subject thought that
giving feedback would be for him. This was rated on a nine point scale. The
final item on the prefeedback questionnaire required the subject to rate the
amount of improvement or decrement in his subordinate's performance that he
expected to result from the feedback. This item was also answered on a nine
point scale.

Post Evaluation Questionnaire: This questionnaire was given to all sub-

Jects at the conclusion of the experiment. It contained a number of items, two
of which will be discussed here. The first was an open ended question which
asked, "Why did you decide to give feedback when you did? Why didn't you do it
either sooner or later?" For subjects in the no feedback condition, the phrase
"give feedback" was replaced with "make your evaluation." The second was a
single item measuring how much the manager thought his subordinate 1iked him.
This item was answered on a seven point scale with seven anchors ranging from

1 = he dislikes me a lot to 7 = he likes me a lot.

Revised Procedure: After 19 to 21 subjects had been run in each cell, the
cell means on the subordinate performance evaluation measures were examined to see
if the distortion effect was occurring. The means were in the direction predicted
by the hypothesis, but the differences did not reach conventional levels of sign-
jficance. Therefore, the decision was made to increase the sample size, and to
modify the procedure slightly. The change 1n procedure involved grouping super-
fors in all conditions a brief personality description of the subordinate at the

beginning of the experiment. The description portrayed the subordinate as high
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‘:Z in need for achievement and concerned about doing well on any task assigned to

, him. The intent of this change in procedure was to make the experimental setting
: more similar to a real job setting by convincing the manager that feedback on

\E performance would be taken seriously by the particular person who was assigned
ﬁ to be his subordinate.

o Subsequent manipulation checks failed to detect any consistent or sign-

s

ficant effects for this change in procedure, so the factor personality informa-

tion versus no personality information was droppet and the first and second halves

ég of the study were combined for analysis.

ﬁ, RESULTS

ii The first hypothesis concerned delay in giving feedback. It was expected

: that superiors of low performing subordinates would wait longer to give feedback

than superiors of high performing subordinates. However, superiors of low per-

_2: forming subordinates gave feedback after an average of 4.79 simulated weeks of

2 work, while superiors of high performing subordinates waited an average of €.01
Z weeks. This difference is highly sfgnificant (t ==3.97, df = 83, p < .001) in
fé the direction opposite to that predicted by the hypothesis.

'3 This result can be explained by the following two pieces of data. First,
- subjects who gave feedback to low performers expected their subordinates to im-
‘é prove significantly more (X = 7.03) than subject§ who .gave feedback to high per-
g formers (x = 6.11, t = 2.96, df = 55, p < .01). Perhaps superiors of low per-
:: formers gave feedback sooner because they felt their subordinates needed it in

:? order to improve. The open ended question of the post-evaluation questionnaire
ﬁg lends support to this explanation for the results of hypothesis 1. This ques-
:J tion asked, "Why did you decide to give feedback when you did?" Responses seemed
i? to fall into three categories; 1) subjects gave feedback when they did because
{: subordinate peformance was stable and superiors felt they had enought information
q: to make a good evaluatfon at this time, 2) subjects wanted to give their sub-
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ﬁf . ordinates time to improve on their own before giving feedback, or 3) subjects
o wanted to give their subordinates time to improve after receiving feedback.

_*: Each response was coded by the major experimenter as to which, if any, of the

above three reasons were mentioned. Of particular interest is reason number
three. In the medium low subordinate performance condition, 45% of the subjects
mentioned that they wanted their subordinate to have time to improve after feed-
back was given. Only 20% of the managers of high performing subordinates mention-
ed this reason. These percents are significantly different from each other

(z = 2.43, p < .05).

The second hypothesis concerned distortion in ratings made for feedback pur-
poses. It was predicted that when subordinate performance was low, ratings made
for feedback purposes would be higher than ratings which were not to be fedback.
This hypothesis was tested with a feedback condition by level of subordinate per-
fbrﬁance analysis of variance, the results of which appear in Table 1. The cell
means can be found in Figure 1. The interaction is significant, and a Newman-Keuls
test revealed that the low performance-no feedback mean of 86.28 was significantly
lower than the low performance-feedback mean of 104.77 (p < .05). Thus, ratings
of poor performance made for feedback purposes were inflated, and hypothesis two
was supported. There was no inflation in ratings made for feedback purposes when

subordinate performance was high,

insert Table 1 and Figure 1 about here

Hypotheses three and four focused on the pleasantness of giving feedback for
the superior and the superior's expectations about how favorable the subordinate's
response to the feedback would be. It was predicted that both giving and receiv-
ing feedback would be rated as less pleasant when subordinate performance was low
rather than high. Both of these predictions were supported. Superiors of low
performers expectd that giving feedback would be significantly less pleasant for

then than superiors of high performers (X 1low performance = 4.85, x high per-
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¥ formance = 6.1, t = 3,72, df = 55, p < .001). Superiors of low performers in-

dicated on the adjective checklist that they thought their subordinate's re-

action to the feedback would be less favorable (X low performance =-5.09,

12

":‘ X high performance = 1.81., t = 7.7, df = 83, p < .001).

; The final hypothesis stated that superiors who gave feedback to low per-

Ny formers would think their subordinates liked them less than superfors who gave

“.;'-: feedback to high performers. The dependent variable for testing this hypothesis
i; was a single item which was administered on the post-evaluation questionnaire.

. The item asked the superior to rate how much he thought his subordinate liked

3: him on a seven point scale. The hypothesis was tested with a level of subordinate
f;'i performance by feedback condition analysis of variance. The results are pre-

sented in Table 2. Both the main effect for performance and the interaction of

performance with feedback are significant. Cell means are presented in Figure 2. |

P s o

Insert Table 2 and Figure 2 about here

-

N

4,-5 The pattern of cell means provides strong support for hypothesis 5.

, Superiors who did not give feedback tho'ught their subordinates 1iked them about
5“ the same amount regardless of the subordinate's level of performance. However,
:‘.\ superiors who gave feedback to high performers thought their subordinates 1iked
) them significantly more than superiors who gave feedback to low performers.

e
3 Discussion

The overall conclusion that is possible from the results of this study is
’ ' that the level of subordinate performance (and hence the sign of the feedback
j ' which should be given) does affect superiors’' attitudes and behaviors with re-
“ spect to giving feedback to their subordinates

Py It was found that superiors gave feedback significantly sooner when sub-
o ordinate performance was poor than when it was good. This is contrary to the
: delay hypothesis, but can perhaps be explained by the short-term nature of the
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study and the superiors' apparent desire to improve their subordinates' per-
formance.

Superiors in this study knew that only nine weeks of work would be com-
pleted. Therefore, those who wanted their poor performing subordinates to
improve had to give feedback quickly. However, the situation may be quite
different in actual organizations, where the time 1imits for improvement in
subordinate performance are much longer and less well defined. Although the
delay hypothesis was not supported in this study, the generalizability of these
results to a field setting could be questioned, and the hypothesis cannot be
dismissed entirely at this point.

Level of subordinate performance also affected distortion in ratings made
for feedback purposes. Ratings which were to be fedback were significantly
higher than ratings which were not to be fedback when subordiante performnace
was poor.

The generalizability of this significant distortion effect to organiza-
tional settings would seem to be quite good. There were many differences be-
tween the present study and organizations, some of which are discussed below.
However, each of these differences suggest that distortion will occur in or-
ganizations, and will occur to an even greater extent than observed in this
study.

First, as mentioned above, superiors in this study seemed to believe that
giving negative feedback would lead to a rapid improvement in their subordinate's
performance. If subordinates could be convinced that they were making many
errors, then they could easfly be persuaded to start being more careful in their
calculations and thus improve thefr performance. Therefore, giving accurate
negative feedback should help improve performance as much or more than dis-

torted feedback in this study. In organizations, one might suspect that the
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perceived relationship between giving accurate negative feedback and an
{mmediate and dramatic improvement in subordinate performance is much weaker.
Therefore, distorting feedback to avoid upsetting one's subordinate might

be a more attractive course of action in the latter setting.

Second, the subjects knew that they were in an experiment, and were
expected to do what the experimenter asked. The experimenter told the sub-
Ject that he had to give feedback. Therefore, the subject could attribute
the cause of his behavior to the experimenter and ignore any guilt or re-
sponsibility he might have felt about giving accurate, low ratings.

Third, the superior and subordinate did not know each other before hand,
and hence had no established friendship which might be damaged by negative
feedback. In the same vein, the superior knew that he would not have to work
with his subordinate for very long so he should have had less concern about
antagonizing him.

Fourth, the evaluation and feedback had no effect at all on the subordinate's
future in terms of salary or advancement. Thus, superiors in this study should
have anticipated a relatively less severe subordinate reaction to feedback than
would superiors in organjzations. Although the anticipated subordinate response
to feedback was unpleasant (negative in sign), it would be expected to be sub-
stantially more unpleasant, and to result in a greater reluctance to give accu-
rate negative feedback if the feedback had serious implications for the subor-
dinate's future.

Fifth, performance was relatively easy to evaluate in this study. While
the rating scales and performance standards were fairly vague, the computer
printouts indisputably held the correct answers. It was very easy to classify
each part order as being exactly correct, within the acceptable range, or totally

incorrect. All the superfors had to do was map objective performance data onto
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??i performance ratings scales. In contrast, it is often very hard to evaluate

f”? performance and almost impossible to adequately document the reasons for the

.éﬁ evaluation that is made in organizational settings. When one's ratings can

E?E be easily challenged, as in the latter case, then the tendency to distort

e feedback upward in order to avoid any possible controversy must be very

;E: strong. These five characteristics of the experimental situation should

EE: cause the distortion effect observed in this study to be greatly reduced from

L what it would be in an actual organization. The fact that a significant amount

j%: of upward distortion was found in this study despite these shortcomings would

.tfé seem to indicate that distortion may be a very severe problem in work organiza-

N tions. The magnitude of upward distortion of negative feedback may be very
great. This conclusion is in agreement with the data of Stockford and Bissell

Eg; (1949), who observed a 24 point increase in mean ratings (on a 100 point scale)

- when feedback on the ratings was to be given.

133 The possibility of distortion in feedback ratings occurring when subordinate

EZ; » performance was high was mentioned in the introduction. In fact. no upward dis-

f.f tortion of these feedback ratings was found. The reasons for this lack of dis-

»?ﬁ tortion may include the five Tisted above. That is, the factors which were

i$¢ thought to cause distortion may not have been salient enough in this study to

»§ cause this subtle effect. The finding of no distortion in the medium high per-

Si: formance condition may also have been a function of the task. Recall that super-

S? iors in the medium high performance condition anticipated a favorable reaction to

j;; the feedback they gave. Comments made by the subjects to the experimenter and

;53 to the subordinate while giving feedback suggested that the subordinate's task

;EE was seen by many superiors as being 1) fairly complex, and 2) one on which it

f:? would be easy to make minor mathematical errors. This being the case, medium

éi high performance (e.g. getting half the answers exactly correct and the other

Sz half close to correct) was considered by many superiors to be quite acceptable,




Tt

and an accomplishment of which the subordinate should be proud. Therefore,
giving accurate feedback when performance was medium high was not expected
to be unpleasant either for the superior or the subordinate.

In actual organizations, this may not be the case. Ilgen et al.
(Reference Note 1) pointed out that the sign of feedback could only be evaluated
relative to the recipient's frame-of-reference. If the recipient hoped and
expected to receive feedback that performance was excellent, then feedback that
performance was medium high would be considered negative. In highly competitive
settings, or where there is already wide spread inflation in the rating system,
any rating other than excellent may be considered to be a black mark (Glickman,
1955). In this case, superiors may feel the need to inflate even fafrly positive
ratings in order to avoid antagonizing their subordinates. Further research in
actual organizations will be needed to investigate upward distortion in positive
feedback ratings.

Finally, the level of subordinate performance affected the superiors' attitudes
and beliefs about giving feedback. Superiors of low performing subordinates be-
lieved that giving feedback would be less pleasant for them and and less pleasant
for their subordinates than superfiors of high performing subordinates. Super-
fors of low performing subordinates also believed their subordinates l1iked them
less than superiors of high performing subordinates. Unfortunately, the design
of this study does not allow for any causal inferences to be drawn from the above
facts. It remains for future research to determine whether the anticipated un-
pleasantness of giving-and receiving feedback and the expected effects of feedback
on friendship are among the causes of inflation in the feedback given to poor
performers.

In conclusion, the greatest value of the research presented here 1s that it
provides a start. It demonstrates that a little researched and often ignored
phenomenon, upward distortion in negative feedback, does occur. Future research

should be directed towards determining the extent and impact of this phenomenon




in actual work organizations. If distortion, and/or delay, and/or avoidance
in giving feedback are found to be significant problems in organizations, then
further research can address both the causes of, and the effects (on subordinate

performance) of these errors in the performance apprafisal and feedback system.




XX XXX

N
-—

PR T B e S i A R R AR A A e e N AR T |

23

REFERENCE NOTES

Ilgen, D. R., Fisher, C. D., and Taylor, M. S. Performance feedback:
A review of its psychological and behavior effects. Report No. 1,
Department of Psychological Sciences, Purdue University, February,
1977.

6reller, M. M. Evaluation of feedback sources as a function of a role
and organizational level. Working paper, Graduate School of
Business Administration, New York University, 1977.

Tesser, A. and Conlee, M. C. Recipient emotionality as a determinant
of the transmission of bad news. Proceedings of the 8lst. Annual
Convention of the American Psychological Association, 1973, 247-
248.




REFERENCES

Ammons, R. B. Effects of knowledge of performance: A survey and tenative
theoretical formulation. Journal of General Psychology, 1956, 54, 279-299.

Annett, J. Feedback and Human Behavior. Baltimore: Penguin, 1969.

"Bigoness, W. J. Effect of applicant's sex, race and performance on employer's
performance ratings: Some additional findings. Journal of Applied
PS!CM]OS!. ]976. ﬂ’ 80'84.

Blumberg, H. H. Communication of interpersonal evaluations. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 1972, 23, 157-162.

Cook, D. M. The impact on managers of frequency of feedback. Academy of
Management Journal, 1968, 11, 263-277.

Deci, E. L. Effects of externally mediated rewards on intrinsic motivation.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 1971, 18, 105-115.

Fitts, W. T. and Ravdin, I. S. What Philadelphia physicians tell patients
gtinth cancer. Journal of the American Medical Association, 1953, 153
-908.

Gibb, J. R. Defensive Communicatfon. IN H. J. Leavitt avd L. R. Pdndy (Eds.)
Readings in Managerial Psychology (2nd. Edition), University of Chicago
Press, 1973.

Glickman, A. S. Effects of negatively skewed ratings on motivations of the
rated. Personnel Psychology, 1955, 8, 39.-47.

Greller, M. M. and Herold, D. M. Sources of feedback: A preliminary investiga-
tion. Organizational Behavior and Human Performance, 1975, 13, 244-256.

Gruenfeld, L. W. and Weissenberg, P. Supervisory characteristics and attitudes
towards performance appraisals. Personnel Psychology, 1966, 19, 143-151.

Hackman, J. R. and Oldham, G. R. Motivation through the design of work: Test
of a theory. Organizational Behavior and Human Performance, 1976, 16, 250-279

Hamner, C., Kim, J., Baird, L. and Bigoness, W. Race and sex as determinants of
ratings by potential employers in a simulated task. Journal of Applied
Psychology, 1974, 54, 705-711.

Hanson, P. G., Morton, R. B. and Rothaus, P. The fate of role sterotypes in two
performance appraisal situations. Personnel Psychology, 1963, 16, 259-280

Huti:nﬁr'6 !I' and 0'Malley, T. R. Let them know! Personnel Psychology, 1962, 15,
7 - 860

Jones, S. C. Some determinates of interpersonal evaluating behavior. Journal of
Personalfty and Soctal Psychology, 1966, 3, 397-403.

Kay, E., Meyer, H. H. and French, J. R., Jr. Effects of threat in a perforwance
appraisal interview. Jr a2l of Applied Psychology, 1965, 49, 311-317.

u\-‘h
. B




B |

- .. 29

S ' Mayer, J. E. The self-restraint of friends: A mechanism in family transition.
e Social Forces, 1957, 35, 230-238.

- McGregor, D. An uneasy look at performance appraisal. Harvard Business Review,
- 1957, 89-96.

E:::.?:j Oberg, W. Make performance appraisal relevant. Harvard Business Review, 1972,
e January-Febrary, 61-67.

Oken, D. What to tell cancer patients. Journal of the American Medical Associa-
tion, 1961, 175, 1120-1128.

\ Parker, J. W., Taylor, E. K., Barrett, R, S., and Martens, L. Rating scale
oy content: III Relationship between supervisory and self-ratings. Personnel
Psychology, 1959, 12, 49-63.

Prien, E. P. and Liske, R. E. Assessment of higher-level personnel: 11l Rating

-, criteria: A comparative analysis of supervisor and incumbent self-ratings
32 of job performance. Personnel Psychology, 1962, 15, 187-194.

Rosen, S. and Tessner, A. On reluctance to communicate undersirable information:
The MUM effect. Sociometry, 1970, 33, 253-263.

,131:3 Stockford, L. and Bissell, H. W. Factors involved in establishing a merit rating
oo scale. Personnel, 1949, 26, 94-116.
Tesser, A. and Rosen, S. The reluctance to transmit bad news. In L. Berkowitz
(Ed.), Advances in Ex%rimentﬂ Social Psychology, Vol. 8, New York,
2 Academic Press, , -232.
j, ‘ Tesser, A., Rosen, S. and Batchelor, T. On the reluctance to communicate bad
'::“ news: A role play extension. Journal of Personality, 1972, 40, 88-103.
* Tesser, A., Rosen, S., and Conlee, M. C. News valence and available recipient
o as determinates of news transmission. Sociometry, 1972, 35, 619-628.
X Tesser, A., Rosen, S., and Tesser, M. On the reluctance to communicate undersirable
messages: A field study. Psychology Reports, 1971, 441-445,
] Tosi, H. L. and Carrol, S. Management by objectives. Personnel Administration,
L 1970, July-August, 44-48.
,\"
:fa Williams, M. L. and Goss, B. Equivocation: Character insurance. Human Communica-

tion_Research, 1975, 1, 265-270.




rr?wmv P TA TR AN TR R T R AR TR T R T MM T E T AT R TR T AT AN TN TR TR T TR AT e T T e T
. Y - ° - -

2 26

Table 1

Analysis of Variance on Summary Ratings of Subordinate Performance

urce daf E R
Feedback 1 2.15 .15
Performance 1 545.00 .001
Interaction 1 4.1 .05
Error 157
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Table 2

Analysis of Variance on Superior Ratings of Subordinate Liking for Superior

Source df

|
|
bo

Feedback 1 1.13 .30

Performance 1 9.1 .001

Interaction 1 8.22 .005

Error 153
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